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PROLOGUE
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In the presence of the great, we are sometimes very small.

It’s January 19, a Saturday night, and Joni Mitchell and her band are in Champaign, Illinois, where they are playing the 16,218-capacity Assembly Hall. The weather, as if in homage to the singer-songwriter whose most famous song, “Both Sides Now,” is sometimes incorrectly referred to as “Clouds,” is, appropriately, cloudy.

The crowd is a roiling swirl of bell-bottoms and political disaffection and hairstyles these people will later regret: it’s 1974. The Watergate scandal has cast a seamy yellow light on the presidency; Pringles have taught the world that potato chips are now stackable. We’re at peak Joni. Sure, her personal life at the moment is, per usual, zigzaggy like an EKG, but her professional life is groovy beyond measure. Even though Mitchell is someone who judges her work on artistic rather than commercial terms, it can’t be lost on her how spectacularly well her last three albums have gone. Let me mansplain for you.

Court and Spark, the album that she released just two days earlier, is being met with rhapsodic reviews and, spurred on by the hits “Help Me” and “Free Man in Paris,” will eventually go double platinum—a remarkable feat given that the album is (a) a densely layered suite of sophisticated, interconnecting songs and (b) backed by a jazz band. In a musical landscape rife with woozy nostalgia—Barbra Streisand cooing about “The Way We Were,” Jim Croce longing to capture “Time in a Bottle”—Mitchell’s blasts of thorny ambivalence are like a breathless wake-up call from your complicated and mystique-drenched older sister.

On the album before Court and Spark, 1972’s For the Roses, Mitchell pulled off a weird and highly uncharacteristic little victory. After David Geffen, her friend and agent, had repeatedly pointed out to her that her songs were hits for other singers but not for her—most famously, Judy Collins’s cover of “Both Sides Now,” but also Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young with “Woodstock,” and even the heavy metal band Nazareth with “This Flight Tonight”—Mitchell wrote a song for herself that she hoped would chart. Determining that deejays were an important part of the hit-making process, she cannily decided to celebrate their medium by writing a love song from the point of view of a radio, teasing out the similarities between these electronic appliances and lovestruck humans (e.g., both get turned on, both send out signals, both create static); then she gave the tune a long intro and a long outro so that deejays could talk over them. Her scheme worked: “You Turn Me On, I’m a Radio” hit #25 on Billboard.

Meanwhile, the album Blue, Mitchell’s 1971 masterpiece that would forever mark her as a purveyor of searing self-disclosure, was performing its own quiet miracle: year after year it veritably toppled dormitories across the country via collective sobbing. Bob Dylan spent a weekend listening to Blue and then wrote the song “Tangled Up in Blue.” Four of the songs on Blue, each of them played on a droney Appalachian stringed instrument called a dulcimer, are so beguiling that, almost fifty years later, Joni superfan Harry Styles tracked down the woman who made and sold Mitchell her dulcimer and bought four of them himself; he gave his 2022 Album of the Year–winning Harry’s House the same title as a Joni song. Taylor Swift called Blue her favorite record ever and named her 2012 album Red in homage to it.

But performing at big arenas like tonight’s Assembly Hall: oof, Joni hates it. It’s hard to tune her guitars with this much amplification. Also, it’s a weird sensation to have thousands of people at your feet—when you look out into the darkened crowd, it feels like you are the intended meal for an ocean of teeth.

But the biggest hassle with arenas is the randomness that you get with an audience this big: Mitchell’s bracing authenticity as a performer (“I’m a Method actor,” she has said) wants silence—or, at least, relative calm. On various occasions over the past four or five years, restless audiences have caused her to stop mid-song to reprimand the audience, cut her set short, or even walk off stage—like the time she decided the crowd at the 1969 Atlantic City Pop Festival didn’t like her music, or when the guy at the Isle of Wight show in 1970 jumped up on stage and announced, “This is a hippie concentration camp!”

Is that what’s happening tonight? During a break between songs, one audience member takes it upon himself to yell out a song request, but it’s not a Joni song this guy wants, it’s a song by someone who’s not even on the bill, Jefferson Airplane’s singer Grace Slick. The guy screams, “ ‘White Raaaaaabbit’!”

Dude. Are you trying to harsh Joni’s mellow?

Awkward.

Fortunately, Joni’s sense of composure kicks in.

“Sweetheart,” she says into the mic, “I’m slick but I’m not that Slick.”
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November 14, 1993. Joni’s hometown, Saskatoon, in Saskatchewan, Canada, at a country club called the Willows Club. Mitchell is being presented a lifetime achievement award from the Saskatchewan Recording Industry.

The host and interviewer of the evening, trying to keep his introduction short, pares Mitchell’s many accolades down to a single one—not the group of immortal songs that she has written; not her having brought a new emotional candor to pop music or her having helped blur the divide between pop songs and art songs; not the illustrious people like Swift and Elton John and Prince who claim her as an influence; not the sky-high integrity that is the result of having self-produced her own albums and having almost always followed her muse rather than public taste; not the two lyrics of hers that have been included in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations (“They paved paradise and put up a parking lot” from “Big Yellow Taxi” and “We are stardust, we are golden/And we’ve got to get ourselves back to the garden” from “Woodstock”); not the fact that her illnesses over the course of her life—from the forceps, as Joni might put it, to the stone—have required her to learn how to walk three times; not the three-octave range or the five Grammys to that date or the fact that the covers of most of her studio albums have featured her own artwork; not the fact that she is so beloved that, in 1977, she was allowed to fill an entire album side with a largely improvised, sixteen-minute-long, Aaron Copland–esque orchestral suite, some of whose lyrics address the tenuous interface between Indigenous people in rural Canada and Joni’s childhood beach ball; not the fact that her nursery rhyme–ish song “The Circle Game” is so culturally ubiquitous—sung or referenced on seemingly any TV show peddling white, middle-class nostalgia, including The Brady Bunch, thirtysomething, The Wonder Years—that Mitchell has come to refer to it, in a heavy Brooklyn accent, as “Soycle Game”; but, rather, this: radio announcers don’t even need to say Joni’s name when they play her songs because her voice and musicianship and lyrics are so unique.

Mitchell is no fan of awards—they always seem to come at the wrong time, as if the presenters know that they should honor her, but not why they should. She can seem cool if not downright arctic when people celebrate her: in the middle of a tribute concert at the Hammerstein Ballroom in 2000, Mitchell, seated in the audience, ate a banana.

But coolness was not her tone at the Saskatchewan event. Here, surrounded by her parents and old friends and well-wishers, she was loose and gracious and utterly lovable. The more she talked, the more her Canadian accent and rounded vowels started to come oot, eh? Like, you were almost expecting to hear aboot something super-local like a salmon festival over in Medicine Hat, eh?

Radiant with sun-streaked hair and lots of silver jewelry, Mitchell apologized for her hoarse voice (“I was up last night being rowdy”) and alluded to her chronic insomnia (“I keep vampire hours”). She reminisced about the seventh-grade poetry teacher, Arthur Kratzmann, who inspired her to write poetry; she apologized to her high school art teacher for having dozed off during his class once after she’d stayed up all night listening to the radio. She referred to her “first husband”—she’s had two—and added, “I’m like the Elizabeth Taylor of rock here.”

Q and A time. A man in the audience raised his hand and said he had a stupid question; Joni joked that she loves stupid questions. The stupid question was “How did you become such a fabulous songwriter?” Joni launched into a spate of self-deprecation about the power of Irish blarney, but then she autocorrected, saying that she’d like to try to say something useful instead. The rest of her answer was indeed useful—she advocated finding a work that you admire and studying it intensely; then creating something of your own wherein you emulate the spirit of the work that inspired you; and then assessing how your work falls short of its inspiration. Finally: “Narrow the gap. Just keep narrowing the gap.”

As the audience contemplated the ways in which gap-narrowing might revolutionize their own lives—you could almost hear a roomful of people each forming the conclusion, “Maybe it’s not a random collection of chicken casserole recipes but a novel!”—a second man in the audience asked a variant of the songwriting question, but went broader focus, addressing creativity itself.

“My question is, Why do you do it?” he said. “Obviously, you’re good at it. You can do it. But are you driven by something you don’t know where it comes from? The energy to create all this art—are you producing it, or… Where is it coming from?”

All eyes on Joni. As any committed Joni fan in the audience realized, there’s a really interesting possible answer to this question—a really interesting and juicy possible answer—but it’s not one that Mitchell talks about much, and even if she were to, it probably wouldn’t come out in a public setting, particularly a public setting that includes her parents.

Nervously glancing over at her mother and father seated in front of her, Mitchell made the split-second decision to punt. She told the question asker, “I really like doing it. I mean, uh…” She nodded her head twice. “… I really like doing it. All you have to do is give up a little television.”

As the audience laughed, Mitchell lit a consoling cigarette—she was a four-pack-a-day smoker until her aneurysm in 2015—and then turned to the host to say, “I guess that’s a wrap, eh?”

Though no one in the room acknowledged it, this moment may have been the most newsworthy part of the awards ceremony: one of the world’s most celebrated oversharers had opted to undershare.
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Alberta and Saskatchewan. The 1940s and ’50s. We see a woman with sparkling, intense eyes: Joni’s mother.

Like a character in a Dickens novel, Joni’s mother was possessed of a first name that seemed to distill her essential traits—bourgeois aspiration and mild disappointment—into one adorable, easily digestible bundle.

Myrtle.

When Joni was young, Myrtle Anderson sniffed at her neighbors’ housekeeping habits and vacuumed the Andersons’ garage daily. Granted, the prairie is a dusty place. But the gentle and archetypical roar of your average Hoover? Let us collectively replace that soothing sound with a muffled tsk-tsk—because what exactly are you vacuuming when you vacuum daily? You’re not laying siege to an accumulation of particulates or dead skin lying beneath you. You’re not sucking up a deeper level of dust now that your infant vacuum cleaner is a day older and a day stronger. No, you’re making a powerful statement about the future of dust.

“I was a little afraid of Myrtle as a kid,” retired teacher Sharolyn Dickson, who has been friends with Mitchell since the sixth grade, told me. “She was that kind of straitlaced. She was quite disapproving of some of the things that Joni was interested in doing.”

Repressed but hot-blooded, as Joni would describe her years later, Myrtle was a former schoolteacher married to a grocer and bandleader/trumpet instructor with a strong competitive streak. Bill Anderson, the son of a violin maker, was from a Norwegian family with possible, though disputed, ancestry in the nomadic tribe known as the Sami (which would explain the high cheekbones). The Andersons, lower-middle-class Protestants, lived under infinite sky and endless wheat fields on the Canadian prairie—first in Fort Macleod, Alberta, where their only child, Roberta Joan, was born on November 7, 1943. Then the family moved on to two small towns, sometimes living without electricity or running water, before settling in the Saskatchewan city of Saskatoon when Joan was eleven.

Even today, Saskatoon, a city of about 285,000, bears vestiges of the prairie: while walking around the heart of its downtown one day in 2023, I stumbled on—just across the street from a glassy, eighteen-floor office building, and hard by a Cineplex with fifteen screens—two white hares munching grass in a parking lot. During my stay I spent a lot of time staring into dark, cavernous storefronts, trying to figure out if they were open. I formed the opinion, You’d definitely have to make your own fun here.

Joni’s friend Sharolyn Dickson drove me around Saskatoon one afternoon, showing me her and Joni’s childhood haunts, including the swimming pool on Avenue H, whose jukebox young Joan liked to dance to. (“One of the things you notice when you spend time with her,” Sharolyn told me, “is someone will put some music on”—here Sharolyn looked down at her shoulders, which she had started swaying to imagined music—“and this is where it starts.”)

When we stopped in front of an imposing brick building that Sharolyn identified as Nutana, her and Joni’s high school, Sharolyn told me, “We weren’t allowed to go in the front door, that was for the teachers. We had to use the side door.”

“That’s crazy,” I said.

“There were a lot of things like that. Even for the teachers: there was a men’s staff room and a women’s staff room.”

O, the decorous 1950s. For a future renegade and visionary like Joni, maybe growing up in a city that had been founded by a temperance society—not to mention being reared by a mother who shared the same birthday as Queen Victoria—was the ideal cradle. When a childhood friend once asked Joni “Why do we have such square parents?” Joni, as if aping Marlon Brando in The Wild One, explained, “To have something to rebel against.”

Living amid an expanse of sky and grassland may have aided the process of rebellion: “If you go to Vancouver or Toronto and mention Saskatchewan or Manitoba, people say, ‘Oh, that’s kind of a wasteland.’ Which we’re trying to overcome,” Saskatoon’s young mayor, Charlie Clark, a longtime Joni fan, told me when I interviewed him at City Hall. “I moved from Vancouver to Winnipeg to Toronto to Saskatoon, and the idea of what kind of car I drive and what kind of house I live in was way less important here than it was in bigger cities. Maybe it does foster an ability for people to focus on who they are as opposed to trying to fit into some of those externally driven things.”

But figuring yourself out sometimes pits you against the people who raised you. As Mitchell’s biographer David Yaffe told me, “Sometimes she felt contempt for her parents, and sometimes she wanted to protect them.” After all, Myrtle’s squareness wasn’t wholly restrictive. She nurtured her young daughter’s artistic talents—she let Joan paint a tree on her bedroom wall, she taught Joan to press wildflowers in scrapbooks. Prone to quoting Shakespeare, Myrtle had Joan recite Shakespeare sonnets. She taught her daughter, as the song “Let the Wind Carry Me” on For the Roses would put it, the deeper meaning. It was not lost on either Myrtle or Joan that Myrtle’s own mother, Sadie, who played the organ in a Presbyterian church and wrote poetry, had come from a long line of classical musicians but, upon marrying, had been forced to bide her time as a resentful farmer’s wife. When Sadie was upset, she’d play her organ at home in a minor key, “so my mother grew up,” as Joni explained to an audience at Le Hibou Coffee House in Ottawa in March of 1968, “not being able to stand anything that had a minor key in it anywhere.” When Sadie and her husband had a fight one night, he threw all of Sadie’s gramophone records on the floor. Sadie, enraged, kicked a door off its hinge.

Though Irish blood flowed through Myrtle’s veins, too, her ministrations were gentler. Hers was the language of wary caution and faint disapproval, especially in the face of her impulsive, athletic daughter. A health nut, Myrtle preached nutrition and exercise, but disapproved of dancing and displays of emotion. She thought guitars were hillbillyish and that swearing was common. She hated makeup. She thought cats belonged outdoors. “You’re too sensitive,” she told her daughter. “You’ve got to learn to control your emotions.”

On this last score, Myrtle was probably onto something: when Joni saw the movie Bambi at age four or five, she was traumatized by the forest fire scene, as many children are. But Joni’s reaction lingered. “I couldn’t exorcise the vision,” she said years later. “For days, maybe a week afterwards, I was down on the floor drawing fire and deer running, day after day after day.”

Typically, though, Joan’s hypersensitive antennae took her to sunnier places. When, at a birthday party at age seven, Joan heard Edith Piaf for the first time, she got goose bumps and dropped her cake fork. When Joan saw the Kirk Douglas movie The Story of Three Loves a few years later, she was so struck by the film’s music, Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, that she went to a department store’s listening booth and started obsessively listening. (“Up until I was thirteen, comedy was all that mattered to me,” Joni has said. “Why didn’t I become a writer of funny songs? Because of that beautiful melody.”)

But the signal event of young Joan’s life was her contracting polio at age nine. Joni has said that, were it not for polio, she probably would have taken after her father, a provincial tennis champion, and become an athlete; she was often picked first for sports teams, and she’d already shown signs of being a talented bowler.

Her bout with polio started strangely: while looking into a mirror one morning, she thought she looked different, and concluded, “You’re a woman now.” (Her gamine outfit may have played a part here: she was wearing pegged pants, a blue sweater, and a red-and-white gingham blouse with a sailor’s collar.) The next day she had trouble getting out of bed and collapsed. Her back was twisted forward and to the right, and her balance was off.

She was flown to St. Paul’s Hospital in Saskatoon (she later wrote in her Grade 5 notebook that, from the air, the towns looked like “topaz brooches on the black velvet land”). A colony of annexed trailers for polio victims had been set up outside the hospital. Therein, doctors told Mitchell that she might never walk again. Her back arched so high that an adult male could put two fists under it; once in her hospital bed, she was told that if she moved, the polio might spread. For the next six weeks, she was treated daily with scalding hot compresses: nurses would bring a cauldron of hot flannel rags to Joni’s bedside and then, using tongs, apply the rags to Joni’s limbs almost to the point of blistering. Gradually, Joni has said, “I unfurled.”

During those six weeks, her father did not visit, and Myrtle visited only once: wearing a mask, Myrtle, with a haunted look in her eyes, handed Joan a Christmas tree and then beat a hasty retreat. Though this kind of limited interaction with one’s family was common for polio patients, it couldn’t have helped the feelings of abandonment that Joan was already feeling while lying in her bed, haunted by the menacing wheeze of the worst-case scenarios located near her in another trailer, the patients in iron lungs: if the disease spread to her lungs, she’d end up in one. Worse, she shared a room with a boy who had the same symptoms as Joan, and the boy died.

Joan self-soothed with a coloring book, filling in the outlines of the Christmas carolers depicted therein by dipping cotton swabs in gentian violet, an antiseptic being used to treat her mouth ulcers.

At night she sometimes found herself singing at the top of her lungs; Joni has said that this was the first time she ever sang for people.

She told the Christmas tree “I am not a cripple” and vowed to the tree that if she got better, she’d do something special with her life.



The feelings of abandonment that we experience as children have a sneaky habit of reoccurring throughout our lives; how will Joan’s time in the polio ward reverberate? While it’s tempting, but probably too easy, to hold this emotionally scarring incident responsible for the Joni Mitchell songbook’s preoccupation with travel and flight, another aspect of Mitchell’s subsequent output is more traceable: polio will alter the way Joni later plays guitar, inadvertently leading to the creation of the signature Joni Mitchell sound. The neural damage from polio will make it difficult for Joni to play certain chords on her guitar, particularly an F chord, so she’ll opt to use open tuning on her guitar strings, which will be easier on her left hand (with open tuning, you typically make a chord by pressing down on the strings with a single finger rather than with three or four). Open tuning makes guitars sound swollen with overtones, thus creating a richer sound than you get from standard tuning; it’s like laying a chord on top of another chord. Open tuning is a longtime favorite of blues musicians, many of the earliest of whom played banjos, which are open-tuned; it’s also a favorite of Keith Richards, who usually composes in open G.

But Joni will take open tuning one step further. As Roger McGuinn, the front man of the Byrds whose jangly intro to the Byrds’ cover of “Mr. Tambourine Man” is one of the most famous guitar riffs in rock history, told me, “Joni has all these innovative tunings.” Over the course of Mitchell’s career, she’ll invent more than fifty of her own open tunings; she’ll sometimes use the ambient sounds of her environment—the sound of surf, the hum of a dishwasher—as their base.

Twenty years later, when she is performing at the Los Angeles club the Troubadour, Joni says, “Sometimes it takes a personal crisis to turn you on the spiritual path. During your childhood and your teens you go through many crises. Everybody should go through it: it’s a good experience. After a crisis you go through a reevaluation of yourself.”

The hospital sent Joan home in a wheelchair, but she refused to use it once she’d returned. Myrtle homeschooled Joan for a year. Joan practiced dancing daily, using the doorknob of her bedroom door as her dance partner. According to Sheila Weller’s book Girls Like Us, ten-year-old Joan started having secretions—a reaction, she would later learn, to an antibiotic she was taking—so Myrtle took her to a doctor. After performing an external gynecological exam on Joan, the doctor subtly accused her of having had sex: “You’ve been a naughty girl, haven’t you?” But when Joan shot her mother a look of pleading bewilderment, Myrtle took the doctor’s side. (When Joni mentioned the incident to her mother years later, Myrtle said, “Poppycock! I never did that.” But maybe Myrtle was only preaching caution—after all, Myrtle’s favorite way of chiding Joan when Joan got on her nerves was to say “Don’t have kids when you get grown.”)

Fortunately, Joni learned early on how to step away from the fray in order to gain perspective. She’d started smoking cigarettes at age nine when a friend brought some Black Cat cork cigarettes to church choir practice one day. After practice, a small group of intrepid young choristers had sneakily lit up on a frozen pond; some of them rent the crisp Canadian air with gales of coughing, and one girl vomited. But not Joan. “I took one hit and went, ‘This is great.’ ” She felt “really smart and clear.”

She started hiding her cigarettes under her family’s house. Whenever she needed a break, she’d grab her smokes, get on her bike, and ride out to the prairie in order to smoke and stare at birds.

She’d later describe these moments as “the best part of my childhood.”
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“The first time I heard ‘Both Sides Now’ was on the phone in 1967 during the middle of the night. I got a call from [singer-songwriter] Tom Rush, who was very excited. Tom, a great fan of Joni’s, had earlier introduced me to her and to her fine song ‘The Circle Game.’

“ ‘Joni has a new song, and I want you to hear it. I think you’ll love it.’ He put Joni on the phone, and she sang ‘Both Sides Now.’

“I immediately fell in love with the song and knew it was a classic. I had to sing it. On September 28, 1967, I recorded ‘Both Sides Now’ at Columbia Studios in New York.”

—Trust Your Heart: An Autobiography, by Judy Collins, 1987

“I had begun to hear of Joni Mitchell by then. She had a good following in the Village and in Canada and many cities in the States. She didn’t have a recording contract at the time, and one night one of her ardent fans (I remember it being Tom Rush, but he always denies it) called me at 3 a.m. and had Joni play me ‘Both Sides Now.’ I immediately began to weep. I said I had to record it, she said she wanted me to, as she didn’t have a contract at that time, and was eager for her songs to get out to the public.”

—Singing Lessons: A Memoir of Love, Loss, Hope, and Healing, by Judy Collins, 1998

“One night, in the spring of 1967, I was fast asleep when the phone rang at three in the morning. Al [Kooper, the founder of the group Blood, Sweat & Tears, known for their hits “Spinning Wheel” and “You’ve Made Me So Very Happy”] said a few words about being sorry to be calling so late and then told me he had met a great songwriter and wanted me to hear her sing an amazing song. He put Joni Mitchell on the phone.

“He and Joni had met up at the show he was doing (I think she had a crush on one of the band members). Al said he went home with her when she told him she was a songwriter and had some songs he might like.

“ ‘I thought, well, if she can’t write songs, she’s pretty good-looking! I figured I could only lose a night’s sleep out of the deal,’ he told me later.

“My good luck is that when they got to Joni’s place, instead of jumping into bed with him, she sang him ‘Both Sides Now.’ Al had already been in the music business a long time, and he knew a lot of singers. It was my luck that instead of calling Janis [Ian] or Buffy [Sainte-Marie] or Carolyn [Hester] or the other Judy [Henske], he called me.

“After Joni sang me ‘Both Sides Now,’ I put the phone down and wept. I had never heard a song that I felt was so beautiful, and it would change both our lives.

“The next day, this time with [Elektra Records honcho] Jac [Holzman], I heard Joni play the song again.… I wept once more, as I would when I heard many of her songs.”

—Sweet Judy Blue Eyes: My Life in Music, by Judy Collins, 2011

“And then, of course, Joni Mitchell, whose music found its way to me through the good turn of a friend named Al Kooper, who called me at four in the morning—I thought it was three, but he reminded me recently that it was four—you know how your memory is about the sixties—and he called me and put her on the line, and she played ‘Both Sides Now’ for me on the phone.”

—Judy Collins on Talk of the Nation, July 22, 2009

“Somebody called me and put me on the phone with her, and she sang me ‘Both Sides Now.’ ”

—Judy Collins interviewed on NoDepression.com, 2014

“[Al Kooper] called me up and said, ‘I know you’re looking for songs for your next album, and you have to hear this.’ He put Joni on the phone, and she played ‘Both Sides Now.’ It was—and still is—one of the most singable, the most memorable songs I’ve ever heard. I got dressed and went right over. She had a little apartment on the Lower East Side [ed: Mitchell lived, rather, in Chelsea, as referenced in her song “Chelsea Morning”], full of cut glass and candles, very Joni. The three of us stayed up all night playing songs.”

—Judy Collins interview in American Songwriter, October 26, 2020

“The first time that I heard the song I was in bed, it was three o’clock in the morning. I was absolutely slam-dunk drunk, I can tell you that. Why I woke up, I don’t know. The guy who started Blood, Sweat & Tears called me. He and I were very good friends, Al Kooper. It was three in the morning and the phone rang and it was Al. I said, ‘What’s the matter? Are you in trouble? Can I help you?’ And he said, ‘No, you’re in trouble.’ He said, ‘I met this girl at the club, and her name is Joni Mitchell. She came there because she was in love with the drummer and then she told me that she writes songs and I said, ‘Woah, you’re a very good-looking girl—woman—what else do you do?’ And she said, ‘I write songs, that’s about it.’ He said—it was now about two in the morning probably—he said, ‘What shall we do, how can I hear them?’ She said, ‘Why don’t you come to my place?’ So he went to her place and she started playing songs and he went out of his mind. He said, ‘I’ve got somebody I have to call, and you have to sing her some of the songs.’ So he put Joni Mitchell on the phone and woke me up at three in the morning. And she sang me ‘Both Sides Now.’ And I said, ‘Oh my God, I’ll be right over.’ ”

—Judy Collins on Andy Cohen’s Sirius Radio podcast, August 8, 2022

“It was the middle of the night when she called. I was probably drunk. I was definitely passed out.”

—Judy Collins in New York magazine, February 23, 2022

“One night I was sitting in my favorite bar in the Village, the Dugout.… It was the best place to kill a summer night, and I always ran into a few friends I would miss while I was on the road. I was living platonically at folk singer Judy Collins’s apartment on the Upper West Side… Judy, the number two female folk singer behind Joan Baez, was a wonderful, generous woman. Her apartment was the folk music salon of the mid-sixties. People like Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Phil Ochs, and others would make the pilgrimage to her digs and enjoy her hospitality and earth mothering. This particular night in the Village I was sitting with a new girl in town. She had a crush on Roy Blumenfeld, the drummer from The Blues Project. Unfortunately for her, Roy had a girlfriend who was on to her and extremely jealous. So, this gal is crying in my beer for about three hours, and I don’t mind ’cause she’s kinda easy on the eyes and nothing else is going on anyway. So they’re closing the bar and throwing us out and I offer to walk her home.… Since I was covered in the ashes of my failed marriage, this was a pleasant diversion.

“When we got to her door, she invited me in to hear some of her new songs. She was a folk singer. Canadian. Half of a duet with her recently divorced husband, they had achieved a mild popularity and a cult following in various American border cities. She, being real pretty, had me bounding up the stairs like a hound dog, figuring if the songs were lousy, maybe I could salvage the evening some other way. In a few minutes that became the furthest thing from my mind.

“Her songs were incredible and totally original.… And she had enough to keep going for hours, most of them brilliant. One song especially killed me, and I thought it would be great for Judy Collins—that a nice way to pay for her hospitality would be to turn her on to it… I called Judy up. It was 5:30 a.m. by now, and Judy was pretty pissed off.

“ ‘I have to get up soon and drive all the way to the Newport Folk Festival… I can hear this song when I get back…,’ she said diplomatically.

“Bang! A great idea hits me. ‘Judy, why don’t you, room permitting, take this girl with you to the festival.… Then, being that you’re on the board of directors, you could see if maybe they could fit her in the schedule somewhere…?’ Silence at the other end. ‘Judy?’

“ ‘Kooper, you bastard. Yeah. I’ll do it. Gimme her number. Bye.’

“Just to make sure, I gave the woman Judy’s number and told her to call Collins in a couple of hours. I split immediately ’cause I was exhausted and never made it to Judy’s place, preferring to crash on a bench in Washington Square Park in the steamy, summer morning rather than get hell for waking her at 5:30 a.m.

“Well, as the saying goes, the rest is history. The girl (Joni Mitchell, of course) played at the 1967 festival, thanks to the last-minute urgings of Judy, and stole the whole show. Judy eventually recorded the song I thought she would like, ‘Michael from Mountains.’ ”

—From Al Kooper’s memoir, Backstage Passes and Backstabbing Bastards, 1998

“The next day, an excited Joni—packed and ready—waited, in vain, for Judy Collins to show. ‘Judy stood me up,’ Joni has said, ‘and she was my hero, [so] it was kind of heartbreaking. I waited and waited and waited, and she never came.… A day went by, and I got a phone call from her, and she sounded kind of sheepish. She said somebody had sung one of my songs in a workshop. It was a terrible rendition she said, but people went crazy. Judy thought I really should be at Newport.’ She had a car pick Joni up and take her to the festival [where] an obstruction materialized in the form of Joan Baez and Mimi Fariña’s mother, ‘Big’ Joan Baez. Using her considerable influence, the matriarch had Joni barred from the schedule, presumably fearing that the comely arriviste would steal the thunder from her daughters.

“At this point Judy—who was known as one tough lady—stepped in and pulled weight of her own. Judy told Mrs. Baez, ‘If Joni doesn’t perform, then I won’t perform and Leonard [Cohen] won’t perform.’ By dint of Judy’s threat, Joni got onstage at Newport.”

—From Girls Like Us: Carole King, Joni Mitchell, Carly Simon—and the Journey of a Generation, by Sheila Weller, 2008

“ ‘Both Sides Now’ was inspired by a passage from Saul Bellow’s Henderson the Rain King: ‘I dreamed down at the clouds, and thought that when I was a kid I had dreamed up at them, and having dreamed at the clouds from both sides as no other generation of men has done, one should be able to accept his death very easily.’…

“[T]he song’s lovely melody made it instantly attractive to a diverse range of predatory, hit-hungry artists.”

—Financial Times, January 20, 2019 [Note: The song has been recorded some 1,573 times, by musicians ranging from Doris Day to Bing Crosby to Pete Seeger to Willie Nelson to Frank Sinatra to Courtney Love to Kiri Te Kanawa to Hugh Masekela to Neil Diamond to Leonard Nimoy to Laurie Anderson to Carly Rae Jepsen, and has been widely heard in films and TV shows, serving as a plot point in 2003’s Love Actually and 2021’s Best Picture, CODA. Joni herself can be heard singing it on sixteen of her records.]

“When [Joni Mitchell] recorded an orchestral version of ‘Both Sides Now’ two years ago, several people asked her how she got Judy Collins to let her have the song.”

—Globe and Mail (Toronto), October 27, 2001






5

November 2007. Joni is being interviewed by Charlie Rose for his show on public television. Dressed in a charcoal-hued Issey Miyake micro-pleated V-neck blouse accessorized with understated gold jewelry, Joni dutifully answers a question from the hangdog TV host about her artistic influences. Mitchell has answered this question scores of times for various interviewers, usually referencing Rachmaninoff, mid-career Miles Davis (Nefertiti, In a Silent Way), Billie Holiday, and Bob Dylan’s accusatory screed “Positively 4th Street,” whose opening line (“You got a lotta nerve to say you are my friend”) made Joni realize that songs could address any topic whatsoever. Less frequently, she has also referenced Debussy; Stravinsky; Duke Ellington; Edith Piaf; the McGuire Sisters; Annie Ross of the jazz vocalese trio Lambert, Hendricks & Ross (“my Beatles”); the Police (for helping her transition from jazz back to pop rock in the 1980s); late-career Marvin Gaye; and Laura Nyro.

This time, Mitchell adds that some of her influences, like Duke Ellington, didn’t reveal themselves for decades because “it takes a long time for an artist to ripen.” She adds, with a note of disappointment, that the pop music industry, obsessed as it is with youth, doesn’t grant performers the amount of time necessary for this ripening.

Somewhat abruptly, Rose changes conversational course.


ROSE: Have you missed anything?

MITCHELL: Missed—in life?

ROSE: Yes, that you thought might happen, you might do?

MITCHELL: Anything I missed I wasn’t supposed to have.

ROSE: Is that right? You have a kind of sense of…

MITCHELL: Destiny.
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Saskatoon, the 1950s and ’60s.

When you’re an only child and spend a lot of time alone, it’s easy to attach an excessive amount of meaning to the events that happen to you, because you are under the impression you are the only, only, only person in the world who has ever noticed that, say, there’s a town in Ontario called Punkeydoodles Corners.

It’s also easy, in turn, to over-examine the passing parade of life for meaning. Joan had a column in the student newspaper at Aden Bowman Collegiate called “Fads and Fashions.”

Being a columnist is maybe not what you’d expect from a mediocre student who was using Reader’s Digest Condensed Books and comic-book versions of literary classics to complete her assignments, and whose ninth-grade yearbook photo was captioned “Her greatest aspiration is not to become a Latin teacher.” But Joan had long loved to draw pictures of clothing and had even harbored dreams of becoming a fashion designer. “She really did have an interest in clothing back then,” said longtime friend Sharolyn Dickson. “More so than many of us.” Joan encouraged her schoolmates to attach silver stars to their blue suede shoes; she suggested that girls wear a necktie of their father’s to school. She was so entranced by color and its permutations that she would collect the crepe paper left over from parades, dissolve it in water, and store the results in decorative shampoo bottles.

In her high school yearbook, she satirized insecure, bourgeois shoppers: “Last week I bought a brown shantung dress at Blanche Buchanan’s for $28 (a fraction of its former price!). At home, I surveyed myself before my vanity mirror. ‘Trés chic,’ I muttered, although, somehow, without the cooing of the vendeuses, the creation seemed to give me the distinction and interesting contours of a large bran muffin.”

As a fellow student wrote in Mitchell’s copy of the yearbook, “Winged words flow from her pen.” Mitchell also designed a pair of culottes in high school. Girls weren’t allowed to wear Bermuda shorts or pants to classes, so Joan designed a box-pleated skirt that was essentially a pair of Bermuda shorts with flaps over them. When she gave a pair of them to her friend Ruthie, it created jealousy in their friend group. “She also made her own poodle skirts,” Dickson told me. “She would get the fabric and turn it into something wonderful.” (Joan’s interest in clothing and its distribution would flare up again in the early 1970s when she got in the habit of going into Beverly Hills boutiques ten minutes before closing, staying for an hour, and then going out to dinner with the boutique’s salesperson.)

If writing columns and creating culottes was a way for a young person to forge an identity, so was name-changing. Gifted art students at Aden Bowman Collegiate took classes at Saskatoon Technical Collegiate with an Abstract Expressionist painter named Henry Bonli. Joan and Bonli argued a fair amount—he was an Abstract Expressionist, and Joan, as anyone who has seen the covers of Joni’s albums knows, was, and is, as a painter, largely figurative. But one thing Joan loved about Bonli was his name. Enamored of the sight of “Bonli” on a canvas—and perhaps additionally inspired by the name of the pop singer Joni James, who was on the radio a lot at the time—Joan shed her a and took on an i.

When writing her new name, did young Joni dispense with the traditional dot over the i and go the full monty with a circle? Uh, we’re talking about someone who designed her own culottes. Yes.
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November 19, 1975. A hotel lobby in Worcester, Massachusetts. Joni has been performing as part of Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue, a traveling concert that, with little advance notice, will play in small theaters and town halls—Dylan wanted to “play for the people”—all the while raising money for Rubin “Hurricane” Carter, an imprisoned boxer convicted of murder who is trying to get an appeal.

Rolling Thunder featured, among others, Dylan, Joan Baez, Mitchell, Roger McGuinn from the Byrds, Roberta Flack, poet Allen Ginsberg, and Nashville actress Ronee Blakley; the finale concert at Madison Square Garden also included Muhammad Ali and Coretta Scott King, Martin Luther King’s widow.

Rolling Thunder was famous for having been especially drug-soaked—even Joni, who had never been much of a druggie, joked at one point that she should be paid in cocaine. The tour had a shaggy, anything-goes vibe to it—at least one of the tour’s shows saw a Cherokee medicine man standing onstage and stroking a feather in time to the music; in one town along the way, Ginsberg’s recitation of a poem, to a ballroom full of mahjong players, found him screaming about bearded vaginas. Baez will later call the tour “a floating ship of crazies”; Mitchell will call it “mad,” “a circus”; Ronee Blakley will call it “a heavenly catastrophe.”

Martin Scorsese was filming Rolling Thunder; actor and playwright Sam Shepard was along for the ride, too, writing dialogue for an art film Dylan was making en route, as well as keeping a journal that’s full of sentences like “A hundred bucks’ worth of Valiums are delivered to the Niagara Hilton like so much Chicken Delight.”

Dylan also invited on the tour a journalist named Larry “Ratso” Sloman, who will ultimately turn his reporting into the book On the Road with Bob Dylan. It’s Ratso and his book that we’ll be following.

While the tour was stationed in Worcester for the night, Ratso Sloman walked up to Joni in the lobby of her hotel, introduced himself, and told Joni that he’d been trying to interview her for years but that her manager had told him that Joni hates the press.

No, no, Joni protested to Ratso—it’s not journalists that she doesn’t like, it’s the interview format.

Joni and Ratso continued chatting as they walked past a beautiful indoor garden. Ratso said, “We got a friend in common. Leonard Cohen. Him, Dylan, and Kinky Friedman are my three favorite male songwriters.”

At the time, Ratso was, or recently had been, on assignment for a publication that Joni wasn’t talking to, Rolling Stone. In February 1972, the magazine had published “Hollywood’s Hot 100,” a chart of all the influences and romantic liaisons between various people in the Los Angeles music scene; Joni had been hurt to see herself named “the Queen of El Lay,” represented on the chart as a lipsticked kiss surrounded by broken hearts emanating from former flames James Taylor, Graham Nash, and David Crosby. (Mitchell in 1996 about the chart: “I mean, I can’t date? Am I a sinner for dating? That was kind of shocking.”) She was convinced that the publication was out to blackball her; for about eight years, she did her best to avoid talking to its reporters. (It can’t have helped that Rolling Stone’s review of her debut record in 1968 had included the whopper “she’s like a sand dune: you like the idea of her.”) Her antipathy toward the magazine—shared by music critic Ellen Willis, who in 1970 called Rolling Stone “viciously anti-woman”—will reach its zenith in the mid-1990s when, trying to maneuver her way unaided into a very crowded industry event, Mitchell sees Rolling Stone honcho Jann Wenner smirk at her, so she throws a drink in Wenner’s face and tells him “Kiss my ass!”

Whether or not Mitchell transferred this distrust onto Ratso Sloman is unclear. He had started the tour on assignment from the magazine; but he reneged when he determined that his editors only wanted to know how much money Dylan was making, and stayed on the tour so he could turn his reporting into his book. When I talked to Ratso in 2023, he told me that he didn’t think Joni had associated him with the magazine all that much at the time. Likening himself to a mascot for Dylan’s Rolling Thunder—during the tour Sloman had earned the nickname Ratso from Joan Baez, who thought he looked like Ratso Rizzo, Dustin Hoffman’s character in Midnight Cowboy—he said, “Joni saw that I was backstage a lot and that I was friendly with the band. I don’t think I had that kind of smear—the Rolling Stone smear.”

Nevertheless, six nights later on the tour, in Augusta, Maine, Ratso’s efforts to interview Joni failed again. Joni had just come off stage. (“Every single time the place goes up in smoke like a brush fire,” Shepard would write of her Rolling Thunder appearances. The Ann Arbor Sun said of one appearance, “The audience blew its top.… After two numbers, she vacated the spotlight, ignoring the carnivorous roar calling for her return.”) She was wearing a military uniform and a badge. Ratso has written that he sidled up and asked her if she wanted to do an interview.

“With who?”

“With me.”

“Why do I want to do an interview with you?” Joni said. “I’m not even third on your list.”

“I told you you’re first on my list.”

“No, you didn’t. You mentioned three people—Bob, Leonard, and Kinky—and you didn’t even mention me.”

“But…”

Joni told him she didn’t want to do an interview with anybody.

Ratso reminded her that he’d been bugging her manager for two years.

Ratso Sloman’s persistence on the tour will not go unnoticed: at one point, two security guards, in an effort to keep Ratso away from the tour’s performers, will dump him on a hotel’s couch. Ratso will later confess that he was “clinically manic, out of my mind, and totally rock-and-roll” on the tour. Rolling Thunder’s tour manager, Chris O’Dell, told me, “He was a nuisance. But everyone knew that Bob really liked him.”

Backstage in Augusta, Mitchell reiterated to Sloman that she dislikes the interview format. Shaking her head no, she added, “I’m much jiver than my work and I’d rather have people think that my work is me.”

Ratso went out into the house to watch Dylan’s set. Shortly thereafter, Joni, who would forever compare and contrast herself with His Bobness—when giving interviews, she’ll do impersonations of him; she’ll say he fell asleep when she played him Court and Spark shortly after she’d finished recording it; she’ll tell an audience in 2023, “There’s nothing better he likes than to see me fuck up”—walked up to Ratso and said, “Want to do an interview?”

Ratso joked that he only interviewed stars.

Mitchell grabbed Sloman by the arm and took him behind the stage, to a corridor where they sat in chairs.

Joni said, “I’m interviewing you, OK?”

“You don’t have any notes. Don’t you prepare?” asked Ratso, who was copiously tape-recording all his interviews on the tour.

Joni told Ratso that not only did she not have notes—she didn’t even know who Ratso was. (Ratso has a master’s degree in sociology from University of Wisconsin, where he specialized in deviance and criminology. Years later, he would go on to cowrite two of radio host Howard Stern’s memoirs, two of boxer Mike Tyson’s, and one by Red Hot Chili Pepper Anthony Kiedis.)

Joni asked Ratso if he was a Dylan fan. He said he was, and reminded her that he thought Dylan, Leonard Cohen, and Kinky Friedman were the three most important male songwriters: “I make that distinction because I can’t really compare male and female songwriters, it’s a different experience.”

Joni asked why he made a distinction between male and female songwriters.

Ratso said it was a “different perspective.”

Joni asked him if he was interested in what women think.

Ratso assured her he was.

Joni continued, “I would think that men would be curious about what women think in the confines of their rooms late at night.”

In 1973, Roe v. Wade had legalized first-trimester abortion, and (female) tennis player Billie Jean King had defeated (male) Wimbledon champion and noisome troglodyte Bobby Riggs in the Battle of the Sexes; in 1974, the president of the National Organization for Women and other women’s group leaders had met with President Ford in the White House.

Ratso tried to assure her that he was interested in women’s thoughts, but said he made a distinction between being able to appreciate a point of view and actually experiencing that point of view.

Joni asked, “Don’t you think that you have any femininity in your spirit at all?”

Ratso said he did.

Joni wondered if he was comfortable expressing this femininity—was he afraid to cry?

Sloman told her that he cried a lot. Joni asked for clarification.

Ratso assured her that he cried when necessary, adding that he is a Cancer who had Saturn in his constellation for a long time. Joni, who is a Scorpio, said that this was logical, given the moon’s power over tides, and given how much of the human body is water.

Then Joni asked if Ratso saw more similarities between her songs and Joan Baez’s and Ronee Blakley’s than between her songs and Dylan’s and Cohen’s. “You know, I really think that you have limited your experience by a preconception. We do this all the time. I have to be aware of my preconceptions.”

Ratso said that the three women were simply examples of…

“… I asked you a question first,” Joni pointed out. “I said, ‘Do you think there is more in common in the work of us three women…’ ”

“… As females, as prototypical female songwriters.”

“I asked you a question and you answered it and I’m confronting you with that question again. I’ll ask it again, do you think I have more in common in my work with Ronee and Joan than I do with any of the other men on your list, you said no before.” (Joni: so Scorpio.)

Finally, Ratso admitted that, of all the songwriters in question, Joni probably had the most in common with fellow Canadian Leonard Cohen.

Joni accused Ratso of not having listened to the music she played during the show; he said he had listened, but it was difficult to hear lyrics during performances. She said, “I’m challenging you to an error of perception in yourself that you’re missing the meat of what I do by putting me into a category.”

This is, after all, the songwriter whose most signature song suggests that, after a careful consideration of clouds, love, and life from various vantage points—respectively, up and down, give and take, and win and lose—the only certainty you come away with is that you don’t know anything about clouds, love, or life.

Ratso said it was not a question of categorization—it was simply that he found it impossible to fully empathize with a female perspective; Joni countered that in a lot of her songs she’s an omniscient narrator or neutral observer. (She has often described herself as a playwright. She sees herself as a storyteller who spins yarns that are only sometimes based on her own experiences.)

“But you’re always looking from your eyes,” Sloman said.

“Well, what other place are you going to look from?”

They parried back and forth a few more times until Mitchell, upset, stood and started to leave. Sloman tried to stop her. Mitchell told him she didn’t want to talk to him anymore because his point of view was “too narrow,” and walked off. (When I interviewed Sloman, I asked him how pissed off Mitchell had been. He replied, “She didn’t give me a cold shoulder at breakfast the next day.”)

Two weeks later on the tour, after Rolling Thunder’s final show at Madison Square Garden, Ratso and musician Steven Soles found themselves hanging out in Joni’s room at the Westbury Hotel. Joni was playing them some new songs—“In France They Kiss on Main Street,” and “Coyote,” a song inspired by having trysted with the married Sam Shepard on the tour right on the heels of Shepard having an affair with tour manager O’Dell.

The Shepard affairs. When, during her fling with Shepard, O’Dell had noticed that the playwright’s affections seemed to be waning, she had gone to his hotel room. She sat on his bed to talk to him, whereupon she heard the room’s door behind her click shut: Joni, who’d been hiding in the bathroom, was making a hasty exit. O’Dell decided to gracefully bow out of the competition. “Everybody knew about it all,” O’Dell told me. “That wasn’t OK. I was working. I had a job to do. I couldn’t afford that. It was really easy to make that decision.” A few days after the hotel room scene, when O’Dell had to visit Mitchell in her dressing room to discuss some upcoming stops on the tour, Mitchell asked O’Dell to sit. Mitchell told her, “You know, I really admire the way you’re handling this thing. You seem so confident and able to deal with this. I really respect that. I wish I could do the same.”

O’Dell, who would go on to write a memoir about working in the music industry called Miss O’Dell, told me, “She was very gracious about it. I have a great deal of respect for her for that. To even say it out loud. Joni and I became friends after that. We’d laugh about it, how awkward it was. How silly it was because he was married. ‘Well, that was crazy!’ ”

Years later, Mitchell will downgrade her affair with Shepard to a passing fancy; given that the classically handsome Shepard was arguably, in 1975, the eighth or ninth hottest man on the planet, it will seem an amusingly self-protective bit of understatement when Mitchell says of him retrospectively, “For me, on coke, I found him very attractive.”

Back at the Westbury Hotel during Rolling Thunder, Ratso asked Joni to play “Coyote,” and Joni said she was still working on the lyrics. Ratso joked that there would be more coyotes out on the road; Joni, taking the comedic bait, said that she would collect their pelts, “shameless hussy that I am!” They both started laughing, and soon Joni had launched into an improvised version of “Coyote,” spurred on by Ratso’s whooping and hollering, with Joni singing about how she’s a chronicler of highly nuanced—and universal—feelings.

At the song’s end, Ratso said, “You knew what I was saying that day. You just blew it all out of proportion. I was just saying that I got different eyes.”

“And I was saying don’t come around me until you widen your scope a little…”

Joni added that she was feeling exhausted. It had been a long night for her—she’d been fighting the flu the whole tour. She put her hand onto her head and said, “I feel like I’ve absorbed so much, being in the middle of a human experiment, and I’ve absorbed so much information, I haven’t had time to sort it out yet.”

She fell over onto the bed.



When Sloman finished writing On the Road with Bob Dylan, he sent copies of the manuscript to Dylan and to Mitchell. Dylan’s collaborator Howard Alk called Sloman and left a message saying “I gave it to Bob. He read it one night and then I read it. We couldn’t believe it, but you did it! You actually wrote this thing and we love it.” Sloman was thrilled. Dylan would go on to call the book “the War and Peace of rock and roll.”

But then, as Sloman explained to me in 2023, “I’m in bed a couple days later and I get a phone call. I’m half-asleep. It’s, like, five in the morning, or two o’clock LA time. It’s Joni and she says, ‘Ratso, I can’t believe it—why do you have me saying these things?’ ” Sloman reminded her that he had tape-recorded all their conversations. “I told her, ‘Joni, you said all that stuff. I didn’t make anything up.’ ” Considering the possibility that Mitchell had read only her own quotes and not the whole book, Sloman told her, “Look, do me a favor, go back and reread it, especially the preface and the end where I quote Ouspenskii talking about Gurdjieff. I think if you put it in that context, it’ll make more sense to you.” In these two brief sections of the book, Sloman quotes the Russian philosopher and esotericist Pyotr Ouspenskii talking about a dance that the Russian mystic George Gurdjieff had choreographed, and how Gurdjieff had intended the dance to be an allegory through which its dancers would come to know themselves better. Sloman told me, “So Joni did it. And she called me back and said, ‘You’re absolutely right.’ Because if you read the whole book carefully, you get the idea of this traveling circus that reveals people’s identities.”
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